With the incidence of nutrition-related diseases growing both nationally and globally, the need for funding to support nutrition research efforts has also grown. To address these concerns, ASN's 2017 ASN's -2018 Science Policy Fellows, Drs. Alison Brown and Laura Hopkins, advocated for increases in medical and nutrition research at the Rally for Medical Research Hill Day in mid-September 2017. The ASN Science Policy Fellowship is a year-long professional development program aimed at expanding understanding of current nutrition policy initiatives, and the 2-day Rally event provided an opportunity for the Fellows to acquire skills and tools necessary to become wellinformed advocates for nutrition research and policy.
Launched in April 2013, the Rally for Medical Research raises awareness about the need to increase investment in the NIH and unites millions of Americans nationwide to call on our nation's policymakers to prioritize medical research funding. The major points during the Hill Day included thanking legislators for the $2 billion increase in NIH funding for fiscal year (FY) 2017, while also urging Congress to continue the momentum of robust, consistent, and sustained funding by providing a $2 billion increase for the NIH in FY 2018 to a total of $36 billion. Beginning with budget caps in FY 2004, the NIH budget has not increased at the annual rate of medical-related inflation, which has created a research funding gap, resulting in funding constraints and increased competition for NIH awards-realities with which researchers from the ASN membership base are all too familiar. To tackle these issues, each Fellow met with their respective state Senators and Representatives from Massachusetts and Ohio to convey these major points and to share personal stories regarding how NIH funding directly affects their research, training, and development as young professional investigators.
NIH funding supports the nutrition research of ASN's 7000 members in a variety of ways, such as independent research projects, center grants, and training grants. Prior to the pursuit of her PhD, one of the ASN Science Policy Fellows, Dr. Hopkins, worked as a Research Program Coordinator for the Johns Hopkins Global Obesity Prevention Center, which was supported by an NIH center grant. Specifically, she worked on a multilevel, multicomponent childhood obesity prevention study in Baltimore, MD. NIH funding was also pivotal for early exposure to the nutrition field for the other ASN Science Policy Fellow. Dr. Brown participated in the NIH-funded Minority Health International Research Training Program in the Gambia, West Africa, where her research focused on seasonal variation in malnutrition. She later received an NIH-funded training grant to support the completion of her PhD research in nutritionrelated health disparities at Tufts University's Friedman School of Nutrition Science and Policy. Many ASN members are also NIH-funded researchers-from receipt of funding for their community-based participatory research to address issues of childhood obesity to biochemical research to better characterize micronutrient metabolism and elucidate various micronutrient deficiencies.
With the current funding environment, ASN advocacy at the Rally for Medical Research was more important than ever. In late-May 2017, President Trump's FY 2018 budget proposal was released and called for a 22% cut in NIH funding. However, on March 23 rd , the FY 2018 omnibus appropriations bill was signed into law and provided a $3 billion increase for the NIH (a total of $37.084 billion, including $496 million appropriated through the 21st Century Cures Act).
Such a robust increase in NIH funding is positive proof that advocacy like the Rally for Medical Research Hill Day has an impact and can make a difference! Although medical research funding for the NIH is crucial for the future of health, medical progress, and saving lives, advocating for nutrition research, programs, and policies reaches beyond the NIH and can be done from anywhere. Funding for nutrition research is also supported by other governmental agencies, such as the USDA, and nongovernmental organizations, such as the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. In addition to requesting increased funding, nutrition advocacy also includes rallying for continued support of programs (e.g., the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) and policies that affect the nutritional health of many Americans. Marching to the Hill and engaging in conversations with Senators and Representatives is one method of advocacy, but advocacy can take on many other forms as well. If you cannot make a trip to Washington, DC, you can meet with your congressmen and women at their local offices to discuss many other ways to get involved and be proactive. Some examples are signing petitions, calling or emailing your Senators and Representatives, or even educating your colleagues and students on nutrition research support and nutrition policy issues.
Nutrition advocacy may be a new, uncertain concept for many individuals, and limitations on advocating in one's workplace may exist. Thus, the ASN Committee on Advocacy and Science Policy is dedicated to educating and providing resources to ASN members about advocating for funding, programs, and policies. Spearheaded by the 2017-2018 ASN Science Policy Fellows, ASN hosted an educational and professional development webinar in April 2018 entitled "The Farm Bill and Beyond: Advocating for Nutrition Research." The webinar informed ASN members about the 2018 Farm Bill and its impact on nutrition-related work and research. The 2018 Farm Bill and nutrition research funding affect the careers of all ASN members and therefore, both directly and indirectly, affect the health and lives of the stakeholders they serve and reach. The webinar also provided an overview of the status of the Farm Bill, explored the nutrition-related elements of the Farm Bill, reviewed the overall importance and impact of advocacy for nutrition and research, and provided insight into best practices and approaches to overcome challenges. You can listen to the webinar recording online at https://nutrition.org/meetings/continuingeducation/farm-bill-beyond/.
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